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Etymology: From trýpa meaning 
“drilling holes” and phobos mean-
ing “fear”.

Meaning: As with other pho-
bias, trypophobia refers to an ir-
rational fear—in this case, an 
anxiety or revulsion induced by 
holes, bumps or pockmarks clus-
tered together. Barnacles, sponges 
and aerated soap foam are known 
stimulants of trypophobia. Other 
triggers include skin lesions and 
cheese graters, which bring on 
symptoms such as dread, itchi-
ness and hot sweat. 

Perhaps, as voids in solid mass, 
holes seem spectral in their in-
herent implication that some-
thing is missing—unless one fol-
lows the reverse logic of American 
minimalist artist Carl Andre. He 
thought of sculpture not as cuts 
in materials but as cuts in space 
formed by materials: “A thing is a 
hole in a thing it is not,” he once 
wrote. Arnold Wilkins and Geoff 
Cole, research psychologists at the 
University of Essex, UK, however, 
have put forward the idea that try-
pophobia is not actually triggered 

by holes, but by the brain’s reac-
tion to the repeated contrasts be-
tween light and dark detail with-
in a given line of sight—a similar 
brain reaction to the markings 
characteristic of deadly animals.

Use: Germinating in the under-
belly of internet forums, trypo-
phobia began to surface in 2005 
as a proposed term to describe 
the disgust prompted by honey- 
combs and other holey items. 
Offline, however, there remains 
skepticism surrounding its use; 
there are no recorded mentions 
of the term in medical literature 
and it is neither recognized nor 
used in the diagnostic manual 
of the American Psychological As-
sociation. 

Trypophobia’s primary use on-
line as click bait suggests it has de-
veloped as a socially produced fear 
like tetraphobia, a fear of the num-
ber four that grips East Asia. After 
all, one is much less likely to wig 
out when seeing cheese graters 
or Swiss cheese offline and in the 
kitchen than online and accom-
panied by images of skin lesions.

More commonly known as the fear of holes, 
trypophobia is a word with both its etymology and 
experience rooted in the recesses of the internet.

“When I was young, I wasn’t very 
aware of objects. Today, I’m so sen-
sitive to them that I only keep a 
few of my own objects at home. I 
would hate to feel invaded by my 
own designs, but I enjoy being sur-
rounded by the work of others, like 
Eileen Gray, Pierre Charpin and 
Maarten van Severen. I’m also 
addicted to books, to the point 
where I rarely allow myself to vis-
it design museums because I near-

ly always leave the shop with yet 
more books.

My office is in the 10th arron- 
dissement in Paris—one of my 
favorite parts of the city. Like the 
seaside coast of Brittany where 
I grew up—where the wind and 
rain seem to leave their marks 
in the shapes of people’s faces—
Paris leaves a mark on its people.
There’s a certain rhythm in the 
French capital that’s shaped from 

the speed with which we do things 
(even if we do complain a lot while 
we’re doing them).  

When it comes to my approach 
to design, I keep it simple: I strive 
to create useful objects, not to 
make decoration for the sake of it. 
Function is what distinguishes a 
designer from an artist. Awareness 
of the objects that surround us is 
not automatic; it develops only if 
you train your mind on it.”

Paris-based designer Pauline Deltour isn’t afraid to 
walk the razor-sharp line between art and design.   
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Word: Trypophobia

HOLE  UP 

by Molly Mandell

In a seemingly endless variety of shapes, 
sizes and patterns, holes add eye-catch-
ing elements to architecture and design 
while providing functionality by screen-
ing light, filtering sound, increasing 
weather resistance and improving ener-
gy efficiency. Pettersen & Hein’s mirror 
sculpture (top) punctures ideas about art 
and design—literally and figuratively—
by transforming everyday materials and 
objects into something more unexpected. 
The clock designed by Birgitte Due Mad-
sen and Jonas Trampedach (center) fea-
tures hexagonal patterns that allow even 
numbers to be easily identified. The holes 
in HAY’s punched organizer (bottom) 
create a sense of uniformity and inspire 
tidier desks at the office and at home. 

Left: Pauline has created designs for 
Lexon and Alessi, the latter of whom 
she met while working with Konstantin 
Grcic. Pauline wears a dress by 
Perret Schaad. 


